﻿What about the Next 100 years?
(Written by Steve Hewett, San Anselmo, California for the 2000 edition of the Norwegian Elkhound Annual and re-printed with his permission).
As I was drinking coffee out of an Elkhound mug produced by Kari Olson, I thought, “The mug will probably outlast me and my dog, Skyggen.” This sense of history past and future inspires this article about the little written of the hunting cousin of the gray Elghund, the black Norwegian Elghund.
Back in the 1930’s, Europe was poised for war with Germany. One of the most famous breeders of the black Elghund was Erik Enberg. No doubt his dogs survived and were used to keep this superb hunting race alive. I am indebted to his family here in the United States for use of their rare and treasured photographs. Thank you Cliff and Nancy Benson of Sumner, Washington and Mildred Enberg-Nelson, Erick’s niece.
Erik Enberg was Swedish. I can only hypothesize because Sweden was a neutral country with Germany that he may have “stored” his dogs with fellow hunters in Sweden during the war years, 1940-1945. Do any of the readers know? I would like to hear your stories!
Olav Campbell wrote in his book, “My Sixty Years with Norwegian Elghunds” that in 1960, only nineteen black Elghunds were registered with the Norsk Kennel Klub. In 1980, there were 146 registered. This does not count the Swedish dogs for which I have no information. Nevertheless, the genetic breeding material in this race must be handled very carefully to prevent inbreeding. Efforts today in Norway to insure continuation of this breed include X-rays for hip dysplasia and breeding only with recommendations from the race’s breeding committee.
Kare Vidar Pedersen wrote in his book, “Elghunder” that some feel it is time to crossbreed the race to a close standing Spisshund race. I think this was probably the case in the 16th and 17th centuries when the Sami’s likely crossed a gray with a black – because there are still some white markings on the coat which are allowed for the Breed Standard.
At this time, I know several black dogs who have gone to Finland. Here in the U.S., we have three bloodlines available should breeding become recommended, so the genetic material is dispersed. Yet, sadly, in the six-plus years I have owned Skyggen, I have not received a request for a puppy. So, as of early 2000, if someone really wants a black Elghund,they will need to go to Norway and contact the breed’s race foreman for help.
I celebrate the black Elghund’s abilities in hunting deer, wild pig and pheasant here in California. Skyggen is very birdy, but when push comes to shove, she is strictly a deer dog, although I stretch the hunting season out by using her on birds and pigs. However, on a hot pig blood trail she will pull off and go after a deer, if one is nearby.
Gazing into the crystal ball for a look at the future of both the gray and black Elghunds shows two major avenues of use, leashed and free-roaming dogs. The loshhund (free roaming) will be effectively used for the following game species; bears, mountain lions, bobcats, jump dogs on deer, raccoons, wild pigs and in Quebec, Canada, moose.
Currently in the lower 48 states, moose can be hunted in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Minnesota, North Dakota, Colorado, Utah, Montana, Wyoming, Idaho and Washington. Which state will be the first to allow moose hunting with the dogs of the Vikings? Only residents of these states through legal voting channels can pass legislation to permit our breed access to hunt moose. Odds favor no legal use of the dogs unless the NRAA membership unites to for legislative help committees to push forth the required voter initiatives and perhaps put together coalitions of hunting clubs, fish and game departments, individuals and clubs to work in concert.
Since black and gray dogs are used as “bandhunder” (leashed dogs), this form of hunting will most likely lead the wave of the future. Why? Well, a leashed dog cannot trespass onto adjacent property. Bandhunder are silent hunters favoring retreats without moving or running game animals off legal hunting territory.
Currently, the use of search dogs for tracking wounded animals is allowed in many states. Michigan, California, Missouri and Alaska that I know of. Bandhund hunting is perfect for bears, moose, deer and wild pigs, all of which are increasing in population.
If there is to be a trend for the breeders, I think it will be toward smaller correct type dogs in the grays and the non-inbred dogs in the blacks. Notwithstanding physical correctness, I believe the breeders of today must evaluate intellect and temperament to keep dogs that are mentally stable (no shyness or uncontrolled aggressiveness).
I truly hope there will be new hunters who will use the black Norwegian Elghund as I do and have done. Skyggen is a superb mechanic of the hunt. She is alert, hardworking, and stubborn. She has great desire and lots of energy and although sometimes hard in the harness, she is a joy to be around. I have deer, pig and pheasant in my freezer all with the help of my hunting companion.
During the off-season, she accompanies me everywhere. As a landscaper, Skyggen has earned the title of “Official One Gallon Hole Digger.” On our sailboat, she is the “blackest captain that ever sailed the seas.” She indicates harbor seals by jumping on the deck and then puts her nose over the railing. By wearing her yellow PFD, she has been called the Norwegian Bumblebee.
Eighty years after the gray Elghund came to America, the blacks arrived. I really don’t know if there is a sufficient interest to establish the race permanently in the United States. Karen Elvin and I are the only people I know who have black Elghunds.
One dog, one voice and one person make a difference We hold the hunting lantern high to light the way for the next 100 years.
I’m thrilled to stand in the shadows of P.M. Anker (1900’s), Erik Enbere (1940’s), Olav Campbell (1950-60) and Oyvind Dahl (1980’s-90’s). It is amusing to me that the translation of Skyggen is in English, “The Shadow”.
For information about hunting with Elghunds, contact: Steve Hewett, P.O. Box 2974 San Anselmo, CA 94979